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Introduction 
 

My interest in adapting Christopher Marlowe’s Dr Faustus stems firstly from my wish 

to explore and convey why it is still relevant to modern day secular audiences whose 

beliefs differ greatly from those of the protestant Elizabethan audience of 1589. 

 

Critics may argue that Marlowe’s text is now irrelevant as few people still believe in the 

concept of eternal damnation, yet many of the themes within the play, for example those 

of desire, temptation and power still resonate hugely within society today. You only 

have to turn on the news to see the effects of these vices on people’s lives, for example 

when aspiration turns to greed, or envy to violence.  

 

My interpretation of the text understands Faust to be the mankind figure representative 

of the flaws in each of us, falling into disrepute (and of course ‘hell’) through an act of 

hamartia, or a fatal flaw, namely pride. In contrast to the focus in Marlowe’s time on 

antischolastic ideals and the perils of pleasure and ambition preached by the newly-

reformed protestant church, the text today provides an opportunity to analyse our own 

moral and philosophical standpoint. By setting the production under the guise of a 

modern-day morality play therefore and in an abstracted though contemporary setting, 

my hope is that it would evoke a reaction from audiences and encourage dialogue about 

what Faustus’ most damnable sin is by today’s standards.  

 

However Dr Faustus is staged or interpreted it should cause an intense emotional 

response, and it is essential that none of the text’s original elements of terror are lost. I 

want my staging to illustrate visually the imagery that Marlowe employs, and also 

Faust’s degeneration throughout the course of the play, highlighting themes which are 

integral to its understanding in a modern context, and adding to the overall spectacle 

and dramatic tension. My aim is that the audience should not only witness Faust’s 

decline but feel as though they have experienced it themselves, in that he is presented as 

neither wholly bad nor wholly good and is therefore representative of the human 

condition. 

 

In this illustrated report I therefore aim to outline key research strands which have 

proven crucial to my concept for the interpretation and have helped me to make design 

decisions about what I wish to convey. These range from establishing other practitioners 
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who have themselves updated themes of sin and the diabolical for modern viewing, to 

conversely studying modes of staging, belief systems and other cultural reference points 

which are recognisably Elizabethan, as well as thematic research undertaken into 

utopian idealism and hubris in history. 

 
 

A morality play for modern audiences –  
The Medium and the Space. 

 
To give a brief overview of the play, Marlowe’s version of the Faust legend tells the tale 

of the eponymous polymath who, consumed with power, rejects God and the limitations 

of earthly talents in favour of necromancy and darker deeds. His invoking of the devil in 

Act one conjures Mephistopheles, a servant of Lucifer, who vows to provide Faustus 

with twenty-four years of hedonistic bliss and earthly delights in return for his soul. The 

plot follows a straightforward arc narrative, and can be split into three distinct sections. 

Firstly Faust’s study where he conducts research into, and ridicules areas of academe 

before making his contract with the devil. Secondly a time of hedonistic pleasure, 

miraculous travels and displays of conjuring, and finally the last Act in which he is 

dragged to hell and eternal damnation after kissing Helen of Troy and resorting to his 

final sin, despair.  

 

            

 
Figure 1.! Figure 2.!
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The production is to be a site-specific theatre-piece within the India Buildings atrium on 

Victoria Street, Edinburgh (Figures1, 2).  I chose this space as the site of my adaptation 

for a number of reasons. Firstly the balconies within the circular space are brilliantly 

performative and link well to Marlowe’s text in alluding to levels of power and 

hierarchy as well as tension between virtue and vice, and knowledge and ignorance. 

Not only do the different tiers provide multiple possibilities for staging and positioning 

of the actors, (most obviously characters of a higher social status such as the Emperor 

appear on the higher levels whilst e.g. Robin and Rafe, as comic fools appear lower 

down), but they also raise interesting questions to do with the positioning of the 

audience within the space.  

 

As I want the play to retain its distinct arch narrative, it is important that spectators lose 

none of the action in moving between performance spaces. My decision to place the 

audience on the middle tier only was influenced by initial research into early concepts 

of Hell, especially the first chapter of Camporesi’s book The Fear of Hell, entitled The 

House with Three Floors: 

 

 ‘Half-way between high and low, between the two extremes of good and evil, of 

happiness and abjection…the middle world suffers from having been placed in this 

peculiar position. Human society is a mixed realm, a place of conflict and aspirations, 

tensions, the medium of space between the highest and the lowest…’  

                (Camporesi 1987 pp.3) 

 

Placing the audience centrally enables me to consider ways in which I can visually play 

around with preconceived ideas to do with heaven as positioned above us and hell 

below, subverting this at certain points. For instance instead of Faustus descending to 

and being swallowed up by a hellish abyss in Act V, he will instead rise up through the 

space on aerial wire towards the glass ceiling, and conversely Mephistopheles will first 

appear by descending aerially from above the audience.  

This positioning not only provides the audience with a hugely effective vantage point in 

viewing the action in the round, but also makes them intensely aware of themselves 

within the space, encouraging self -reflection. This brings me to my second reason for 

deciding upon this particular building in that it shares many parallels with Elizabethan 

performance conditions. Similarly to the Rose Theatre in London where Dr Faustus 

was first staged (figure 3), it is a circular space made up of three storeys, (although the 
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play would have been viewed on a thrust stage and not wholly in the round). Most 

importantly however an Elizabethan audience was more aware of itself than any modern 

proscenium-arch audience, and this fits well with my concept: 

 

 ‘Whereas in a modern theatre the audience is assumed to be an unseen spectator, 

overhearing the dialogue, in the Elizabethan playhouse he was addressed directly and 

constantly. Half of the action lies in the audience’s judgement.’ (Orgel 1975 pp.19) 

 

  Figure 3. 

 

Situating the spectators in a jury-like formation in the round should help to emphasise 

my adaptation as a modern day morality play. It is a way of creating firstly a certain 

pathos for Faust as a protagonist representative of the human condition. Yet it also 

encourages judgement of his character, as either the everyman with fatal flaw, or the 

arrogant and unsympathetic genius on a self-indulgent ego-trip. 

 

Even though I have chosen to give the production a predominantly contemporary feel, I 

think it is fitting to allude to and draw visually from belief systems and performance 

conditions in Renaissance England, as it shows both an awareness of the origins of the 

play and the zeitgeist of the time. It also serves to highlight the simple fact that although 

written more than four hundred years ago human nature has changed very little. 

 

Returning to the idea of self reflection and judgement, I want to take this idea quite 

literally as part of the set design by making the lower basement level directly beneath 

the audience a reflective surface, so that upon looking down at the action below in 

certain scenes they see themselves reflected within the set, provoking comparisons 
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between their own flaws and Faust’s hamartia.  This of course has multiple references 

with which it can be associated; primarily the Greek myth of Narcissus, who fell in love 

with his own reflection, warning against vanity, secondly the river Styx, and thirdly 

John Milton’s description of the fallen angel Mammon in the epic poem Paradise Lost, 

who is portrayed as being ‘always downward bent/ admiring more/ The riches of 

Heaven’s pavement, trodden gold,’ (Claeys 2011 pp.37), warning against covetousness. 

 

The nature of the performance will therefore be both site specific and immersive, as 

although the audience themselves won’t move, the actors will appear amongst, above, 

below and in the centre of them. This all-encompassing method of staging the piece was 

the trigger for my thinking of the performance space as a metaphorical extension of 

Faustus’ mind. The Faust story becomes much more believable for modern secular 

audiences if the devil exists in a ‘psychological sense’ (Burton Russell 1986 pp.21) 

rather than a literal one. All of the characters apart from Faustus are therefore alluded to 

through use of details within the costume and projection as being more Faust’s inner 

demons than actual people in the world of the play, emphasized through my digitally-

printed virtualised textile designs which I have made to look deliberately distorted and 

pixelated from a distance, and which I will discuss in more detail below.  

 

Returning finally to the levels within the space and the positioning of certain characters 

as being indicative of their social status in relation to Faustus, I refer to Mephistopheles’ 

description in Act 2 scene 1 of the whereabouts of Hell: 

 ‘Hell hath no limits nor is circumscribed in one self place, for where we are is 

hell, and where hell is must we ever be.’         (Oxford University Press pp.19) 

My research into depictions of the diabolical alerted me to the idea of Hell as the 

modern city, and the image of the devil looking down from above, surveying his 

domain. In Taylor Hackford’s 1997 film The Devil’s Advocate, an aspiring lawyer 

(representative of the Faustian character within the plot) is led to the top level of a 

skyscraper by his boss, affording clear views of New York City below (figure 4). This 

character, played by Al Pacino, is explicitly depicted throughout as the personification 

of the devil in the modern world, a theme I will discuss in depth in a later chapter. He 

tempts the lawyer, (Keanu Reeves), by offering him a share of his domain beneath them 

and the ‘clients’ who inhabit it, as well as all the earthly desires he could hope for. 
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         Figure 4. 

This shares the same visual markers as the sixteenth century tale The Asmodeus’ Flight, 

which would probably have been familiar to Marlowe’s audiences, where the devil 

takes a student above medieval Milan and ‘peels back the rooftops’ (Pike 1997 pp.36) 

revealing his all-seeing vantage point (figure 5).  Both references are derived from the 

Biblical story (Matthew iv 1-11) where Christ is tested by Satan from a high place in the 

wilderness, and is offered the world and all its countries if he submits himself to the 

worship of Satan (Wheatley 1971 pp.210). 

         Figure 5. 
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I found these visual sources depicting the devil above particularly striking and therefore 

formative. Their influence within the staging is clear in that, rather than the devilish 

figures emerging from the depths of the atrium as might be expected, Lucifer and 

Beelzebub will be ever-present on the top balcony, presiding over the space as if it is 

their realm. My intention is also that the actors playing the Emperor, Knight and Duke 

and Duchess of Vanholt would also play the Devils, reinforcing the notion that iniquity 

and corruption are present in the highest levels of society. This of course connects to the 

production reflecting aspects of Elizabethan theatre, where an actor playing multiple 

roles was the norm. 

 

Verticalised Structures and the Rotunda 
Stage 

 
 

Faustus begins his soliloquy by declaring his desire for knowledge, by today’s standards 

a noble pursuit. Yet we quickly start to witness this endeavour turning to greed and 

hunger for material wealth, signalling the start of his downward spiral. When thinking 

initially about the set design and what it should aim to convey, I focused specifically on 

the themes of aspiration and temptation as I felt these held the most relevance for 

contemporary audiences. This led firstly to background research into utopian idealism 

and hubris in history.  

 

Vladimir Tatlin’s Constructivist Monument to the Third International (figure 6) was 

designed in 1918 as a visualisation of the ideals of the Russian Bolsheviks and as a 

celebration of the Tsar’s abdication in 1917. 

The building was to reach four hundred metres in height, eclipsing the Eiffel Tower as 

the world’s tallest structure. I have constantly returned to this reference throughout my 

design development, as the tower represents many things which are strongly relatable to 

Faust’s folly within the play. It is above all a symbol of aspiration that never came to 

fruition; the commission never got past the initial model stages, probably because the 

design though revolutionary was ‘utterly impractical’ (Gray 2004 pp.44) and 

architecturally unsound. For me it is synonymous with the journey of Faust’s character 

in the play, so hopeful and brilliantly ambitious in its conception, but lacking in the 

logic needed to fulfil its potential - in the same way that Faustus imagines himself to be 
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‘on Earth as Jove is in the sky’ (Marlowe 2009 pp.6), Tatlin seemed to hope his fully-

realised masterpiece would become the catalyst for a world on the brink of utopia.  

 

 

             Figure 6. 

 

 

In establishing Tatlin’s Tower as a key research strand, it seemed a natural progression 

to incorporate it into the set design. With the audience placed statically on the middle 

balcony, the central part of the rotunda floor will rise and fall on hydraulics, elevating 

the stage so that action can unfold on a level with the spectators at certain points 

(figures 7,8,9,10,11). This serves as a visual interpretation of the description of Faustus 

in the prologue as base of stock, aspiring ever upwards in striving for betterment, as 

well as of verticalised social structures and mechanisms used by polymaths of the past 

in ‘measuring the heavens’ (Milner 1983 pp.154). It is also a phallic image, connecting 

to Faustus’s final act of sin being his lust for Helen of Troy. 

 

Most significantly however it alludes to the biblical legend of the Tower of Babel 

(Genesis 11: 1-9) where mankind builds a tower that reaches heaven, ‘intended as a 
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challenge to God’s authority, an act of rebellion’ (Lynton 2009 pp.83). The story warns 

against self-conceit and irreverence, both key themes within Marlowe’s text.  

To make the Constructivist themes more explicit the neon strip-lighting on the walls of 

the space (indicated in my set model by the white lines) also draws from the lattice 

silhouette of Tatlin’s model, as well as compositions found in Russian Constructivist 

posters. I return to this structure and the Constructivist movement that surrounded it as 

the premise for my textiles and lighting ideas. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

         
 

 

Figure 7.! Figure 8.!
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 Figure 9. 

 

   

      

 

 

Figure 10.! Figure 11.!
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The second element of the set which I want to explore in depth is the rotunda stage 

around which the spectators are centred and which forms the top part of the hydraulic 

system. Being the main focal point throughout it provides many links and ways of 

transitioning between the three episodes of the play. 

 

An obvious connection made from the outset, and even upon first viewing the space 

was with Bosch’s circular sixteenth-century painting, The Tabletop of the Seven Deadly 

Sins (figure 12). Intended to be viewed from above, it connects to the location of the 

audience looking down. Most chillingly the piece has the overall look of an eye, with 

the central image of Christ encircled by the words ‘cave, cave dominus videt,’ (Beware, 

beware, the Lord watches). (Glaudemans 2001 pp.15)  

 

When researching Bosch’s early paintings I came across the work of Scottish artist 

Calum Colvin. His large scale photographic series The Seven Deadly Sins and the Four 

Last Things (figure 13), based upon Bosch’s Tabletop was highly formative for me in 

that Colvin has interpreted and updated the themes of iniquity and vice within Bosch’s 

work for relevance to modern-day viewers, incorporating contemporary themes such as 

global-warming, consumerism and morality in the late twentieth century. In the 

exhibition foreword Tom Normand describes Colvin’s work: 

 

‘Here the terrors of the medieval world, and the uncertainties of the contemporary 

world, find a confluence.’            (1993 pp.6) 

 

     

 
Figure 12.! Figure 13.!
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It occurred to me that this is exactly what I wanted to achieve through my own practice; 

in foregrounding the play’s thematic relevance whilst still giving a definite nod to 

Elizabethan cultural reference points. Aesthetically Colvin’s computer-manipulated 

compositions, a variety of montage, painted scenery and photography bring to mind the 

interior of a riotous Las Vegas casino with their chaotic depictions. Chaos is integral to 

the medieval perception of hell, and today Las Vegas is described as a place of ‘pure 

urban chaos’ (Begout 2003 pp.11), the definition of a site of modern sin. In many ways 

Vegas is the modern-day equivalent of sixteenth-century Bankside in London which 

surrounded the Rose Theatre (figure 3) and was branded an area of disrepute due to the 

gambling, prostitution and bear baiting which took place there. 

 

Las Vegas as an abstracted potential setting interests me firstly however because it 

conjures up an atmosphere which fits well with a modern telling of the Faust story. 

There are many levels of similarities between the city itself, themes within the text, and 

Faust as a character. Vegas is an all consuming place of excess, pecuniary gain and sin 

where one goes to quench one’s desires, mainly through gambling, just as Faust 

gambles away his soul. It revolves around showmanship and entertainment, and exists 

only because of this, like Faustus at the end of the play. The Casinos thrive because they 

are able to distract their clients, just as Mephistopheles distracts Faustus throughout the 

play; 

 

‘MEPHISTOPHELES (aside) 

 I’ll fetch him somewhat to delight his mind. 

  Enter with Devils, giving crowns and rich apparel to Faustus, dance and 

  then depart’             (Marlowe, 2009 pp.18)

   

It is one of the fastest-growing cities in the US, yet it is predicted that the water supply 

to the city will eventually dry up, causing huge problems for tourism, the main driving-

force of the city. This has echoes of Faustus’ own growth and striving, and the time-

limit bearing down upon him. In Las Vegas: The Success of Excess, Anderton writes: 

 

 ‘There are few who do not experience a simultaneous horror and delight at the 

overwhelming scale, pizzazz and sheer hubris of this urban monument to popular taste 

and basic instinct.’ (1997 pp.6) 
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This description could also be read as a metaphor for how the audience may feel when 

watching Faustus’s rise and subsequent decline, and it is my hope that the immersive 

nature of the set will reinforce this. 

 

Returning finally therefore to the rotunda stage as the basis for the set, it is imperative 

that this focal point is changeable so as to guide the audience through the different 

stages of the arc narrative. The first two Acts in Faustus’ monochrome study will 

therefore centre firstly around an abstracted astrolabe (figure 14). Astrolabes were 

beautifully intricate spherical instruments used by intellectuals and astrologists in 

Marlowe’s time to solve problems relating to the positioning of planets and stars as well 

as time and space (Morrison 2010). This fits well with the returning motif in the text of 

Faust disputing the laws of astrology and specifically the whereabouts of heaven and 

hell with Mephistopheles. Aesthetically my design for this central piece also alludes to 

Rodchenko’s Constructivist work Spatial Construction Number 12 (figure 15). 

Rodchenko, a contemporary of Tatlin, was also consumed with these debates, and this 

particular three-dimensional piece is equally suggestive of ‘planetary orbits’ (Butler 

2010 pp.25). 

 
 

               

 
Figure 14.! Figure 15.!
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To signify the movement of the play from this study space where Faustus signs his 

contract with the Devil into the middle section the astrolabe panels would be reset at the 

interval revealing a neon roulette table (Figure 10) and presenting an abstracted Las 

Vegas casino-style setting with Mephistopheles styled as a gaudy casino owner.  

 

The Seven Deadly Sins would emerge from trapdoors within the roulette table, and the 

stage would rotate at points throughout Acts III and IV, reminding the audience 

constantly that Faustus’ contract is running out, but also, in returning to this idea of 

orbiting planets and astrology, referring to the Copernican revolution in the sixteenth 

century, and the epiphany at this time that the universe did not revolve around the earth, 

but was heliocentric, a theory which today we find rudimentary. 

 

Tricksters in Modern Clothing 
1. The Fun Guy – Satan as a literary and on-screen character. 
 

One of the most daunting aspects of adapting Marlowe’s Dr Faustus is deciding how to 

tackle the satanic characters Lucifer, Beelzebub and Mephistopheles. This challenge is 

one of the many reasons I love Marlowe’s text, and it’s boundless stage directions. 

Upon determining that the production would have a predominantly contemporary feel, I 

came quickly to the conclusion that, despite the potential any modern-day production of 

Faust has to create technically challenging fantastical visions or nightmarish figures 

‘complete with horns, hooves and a spiked tail’ (Wheatley 1971 pp.10) it didn’t fit with 

a production aiming to bring out the play’s contemporary resonance. 

 

My main starting point therefore was John Webster’s Jacobean tragedy The Duchess of 

Malfi. First performed twenty-four years after Dr Faustus, the play tells the story of the 

headstrong and recently widowed Duchess who with her children is finally murdered 

through the machinations of her tyrannical brothers Ferdinand and the Cardinal. At the 

curtain-fall only one member of the cast remains standing, such is the extent of 

Ferdinand’s megalomania. The two brothers are alluded to as satanic beings through 

Webster’s language and evocative imagery: 

 

 



! 19!

BOSOLA ‘Some fellows they say are possessed by the devil, but this great fellow 

were able to possess the greatest devil and make him worse.’  

                (Webster, 1964, pp.11) 

 

Webster’s protagonists reflect some aspects of evil that humanity encounters today 

(Baillie 2014, pp.74) just as Marlowe’s hellish figures have the potential to do. The idea 

that the devil can be internalised, stemming from the human personality (Burton Russell 

1986 p.66) interests me because it is more relevant and believable to present the 

characters in this way to modern audiences.  

 

For me Dr Faustus is above all a relationship between two men as opposed to a mortal 

being and a devil, and Marlowe presents Mephistopheles as sympathetic and flawed just 

as much as he does Faust. By treating the devils as human in their clothing and 

attributes, it leaves their characters more open to audience scrutiny and understanding of 

their motivations; they are multifaceted characters, making them even more chillingly 

formidable as stage presences because they are like us and appear to inhabit our world. 

 

In The Devil a Biography, Peter Stanford discusses a shift in attitudes towards the 

worldview of the Devil in the Renaissance, a shift that can be observed through 

comparing Marlowe’s immortal fallen angels with Webster’s iniquitous brothers two 

decades later: 

 

 ‘The Renaissance had little time for the Devil as an incarnate being or a source 

for disquiet and the mysteries of the world. It did not reject him but tried instead to 

recast him and his role.’                 (1996 pp.183) 

 

It is this notion of recasting on which I have focused, specifically recasting the Devil in 

modern garb to comment on differences between how Marlowe’s devils were portrayed 

on the Elizabethan stage as opposed to what we perceive to be satanic attributes today. 

As such I have briefly pinpointed three modern interpretations of satanic characters by 

practitioners whose works share similar overarching themes with the play in revolving 

around the relationship between two characters, one a Faustian mortal, the other in the 

role of tempter/devilish figure. I decided to look at descriptions of scenes when the 

protagonist representative of the Devil first appears, as Act I scene III, when 
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Mephistopheles first appears to Faustus indicates how he will present himself to the 

audience for the remainder of the play. 

 

Firstly an example in modern literature that I found intriguing and formative is The 

Testament of Gideon Mack by James Robertson. Robertson’s novel is a fictional 

memoir of his hypocritical Faustian protagonist Gideon, a faithless Church of Scotland 

Minister. Unfaithful to his wife and secretly atheistic, his belief in the Devil is also non-

existent, until he falls into a gorge and is rescued by the man himself, for Robertson’s 

devil is very human. Mack’s vivid remembering of his encounter presents a very 

different version of the archaic devil of the Middle Ages; Robertson’s devil is refined 

and intellectual with a wicked sense of humour - someone you would want to befriend 

not run away from: 

 

 ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ he said. ‘What do you want me to do, show you a cloven 

hoof? A forky tail and live coals for eyes? Do you want me to take you up some 

mountain and show you my empire?’  

 I said, ‘You’re not how I expected you to be.’  

 ‘How did you expect me to be?’ He said. ‘You fell back on stereotypes, why 

should I fit a stereotype any more than you do?’  

           (Robertson, 2006 pp. 285)   

 
         

 

 

 

Figure 16.! Figure 17.!
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The two films I studied also present intriguing versions of the Devil in the modern 

world; Firstly Hackford’s 1997 film The Devil’s Advocate, mentioned previously, casts 

Al Pacino as the Devil in the guise of the boss of a top New York law firm (figure 16) 

with the aptly chosen name of John Milton. This character is all-seeing and all-knowing, 

yet his actions, though menacing are childlike and immature. The mobster Nicky 

Santoro (Joe Pesci, figure 17) also embodies the Devil in Martin Scorsese’s 1995 film 

Casino and shares similar attributes. Set in seventies Las Vegas during the mafia 

involvement with casinos, the film follows the rise and fall of casino manager Ace 

Rothstein. Again, it is due to his involvement with Santoro that he compromises his 

happiness and that of others in striving for power and material gain.  

 

The physical appearance of the diabolical figures is what interests me most about these 

three sources, and I have drawn on this when considering my own treatment of 

Mephistopheles. Through use of the angle of a certain shot, or a descriptive passage or 

dialogue, all three practitioners have underlined similar traits. Most significantly all are 

shown to dress impeccably in ways that make them appear almost alien in their 

environment. Robertson’s devil is ‘absurdly well dressed for his surroundings’ (2006 

pp.271) and the tailored styling of Santoro and Milton’s characters with subtle flashes 

of lustrous fabric for example serves to emphasize the difference between them with 

their heightened awareness and the rest of the population in an amorphous mass of grey 

suits, creating an overall sense of fascination as well as of threat.  

 

I have therefore designed Mephistopheles’ clothing to ensure he will stand out from the 

moment he is invoked by Faust into the monochrome on stage environment of Acts I 

and II (figure 14). Dressed in a green velvet suit with patterned panels (figure 18) he is 

the only character in colour at this point foreshadowing the manic virtualised neon 

section still to come. I feel that Marlowe’s text also presents Mephistopheles as a 

character full of sharp wit; a trickster. As Marta Baillie notes in her brilliant book 

Facing the Fiend, the devil is ‘often linked with games of chance’ (2014 pp.56).  

I have therefore recast him to fit with my staging, taking direct influence from 

Scorsese’s Casino. His garb, though not of a particular period, presents him as a gaudy 

casino owner, his broad shouldered jacket tailored in a similar way to those worn by Joe 

Pesci in the film. 
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               Figure 18. 

 

 

The bolero style jacket with epaulette detail and seamed trousers are reminiscent too of 

styles worn by matadors in bullfighting, signifying his tempting of Faustus who runs at 

the twenty four years of hedonistic bliss that Mephistopheles offer him without a second 

thought. In choosing green and lustrous digitally printed velvets I am highlighting the 

serpentine nature of his character, and alluding to the snake, (which is also in some 

versions Satan, Mephistopheles’ master) the first tempter of mankind in the Garden of 

Eden (Genesis 3:14). Finally, in keeping with my sympathetic interpretation of 

Mephistopheles as a figure exiled from Heaven and bound to a life of eternal unrest, I 

have incorporated elements of restriction into the suit’s panelling, with my digital print 

designs appearing to create a band around his body. The knee-length trousers also give 

the impression that he has outgrown his clothing, like a lost schoolboy, visually 

emphasizing his childish character traits. 

 

!
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2.‘Cut is the branch that might have grown full straight’  
- An anachronistic and asymmetrical dress-code. 

 

Narcissism and vanity are vices directly relatable to the world of high fashion today, 

and because these are key themes within Marlowe’s text I decided to base my costumes 

on contemporary catwalk garments in the main. I have also, however, endeavoured to 

recreate subtle elements of Renaissance dress within the styling where relevant to 

continue presenting features that are recognizably Elizabethan to the audience.  

 

This decision was informed by studying the costuming in the film biopic The Iron Lady 

(2011), about the life of the contentious Conservative leader Margaret Thatcher. 

Directed by Phyllida Lloyd, the film shares similarities with the Faust legend in that it 

follows Thatcher’s rise to power in the eighties from humble beginnings to her final fall 

from grace. Interspersed with scenes of a demented elderly Lady Thatcher, we are 

presented with her view of herself in hindsight. 

 

The treatment of the main protagonist throughout frequently references parallels that 

Lloyd has drawn between Elizabeth I and Margaret Thatcher as iconic women in 

predominantly male-orientated environments. The pointing of these similarities through 

use of surreptitiously-placed references to Elizabethan period costume (figure 19) adds 

great weight to the story in presenting the idea that Thatcher, an ordinary woman from a 

working class background, is following in the footsteps of this great monarch. 

 

              Figure 19. 

 

I decided against alluding to the period within Faustus’ costume to keep him strikingly 

simple and representative of the distinctly modern everyman figure to which we can all 

relate. Other characters however, such as Cornelius the tempter (figure 20, right) and 
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Robin and Rafe the comic fools (figure 21) have elements of male Elizabethan 

costuming incorporated into their modern day garb. The modern cut of Cornelius’s 

baggy trousers for example is juxtaposed with a fitted capped-sleeve jacket complete 

with stand-up fur collar, taken directly from the cut and length of doublets in Marlowe’s 

time. Robin and Rafe similarly have codpieces cut into their structured shorts, as I 

wanted to highlight the crude and misogynistic nature of their scenes, holding up a 

mirror to Faust’s behaviour and amplifying the foolishness and shallowness of his 

actions. 

 

      

 

 

 

For Dr Faustus I drew inspiration instead from the visual journey of Thatcher’s 

costumes in the film, designed by Consolata Boyle. On her rise to power she wears 

predominantly pale blues, which mature into royal blues when she reaches Parliament 

and is finally elected Prime Minister. Later however burgundy suits signify her feeling 

of being threatened in her position and the beginning of her mental deterioration, as 

Lloyd, the director states: 

 

Figure 20.! Figure 21.!
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 ‘She’s wearing red, and on some subliminal level this tells you that something is 

wrong. When she leaves Downing Street in that red suit, you feel she has become a 

tragic heroine in an opera.’  (2012)  

 

The scene Lloyd mentions here is hugely striking cinematically, with Thatcher 

descending from above, dressed in crimson and surrounded by roses (figure 22). 

Marlowe’s play can also be read as the tragic downfall of a great figure who falls from 

grace due to a fatal flaw, namely pride, similarly to Thatcher’s character in the film.  

As such I have chosen to use the same colour signifiers as Boyle so that in the middle 

section of the play, when Faust is boldly enjoying his contract, he is dressed in blue. 

Then, in the final act, he will appear in crimson reds that match Helen of Troy’s 

clothing signalling his damnation. 

 

 

            

 

 

The tiled floor in the Downing Street scene also interested me as a reference point 

(figure 23) as the monochrome tiles reminded me of the floor of the Marble Hall at 

Hatfield Palace in Hertfordshire (figure 24) which was Elizabeth I’s childhood home 

(Martinez, 2006). The patterning also bears similarities to a Constructivist textile design 

by Popova from 1924 ‘Textile Design with Truncated Triangles’ (figure 25) which I 

came across whilst conducting my textile research. Consequently I resolved to design 

the ground floor level of the space in a similar pattern giving the hydraulic stage a bold 

backdrop for the action throughout as well as conveniently merging key research 

themes (figure 26). 

 

Figure 22.! Figure 23.!
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     Figure 25. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
   Figure 24. 

       Figure 26. 

 

 

Following on from the idea of the audience noting Thatcher’s plight through visual 

signifiers in her clothing, I wanted to apply this to Faustus’ costume by returning once 

more to the image of Tatlin’s tower, specifically its ‘dynamic asymmetrical axis’ (Gray 

2004, p.44) which bears similarities to the Chorus’s description of Faustus’s decline in 

the Epilogue:  

 

CHORUS  ‘Cut is the branch that might have grown full straight 

And burned is Apollo’s laurel bough 

That sometime grew within this learned man.’ 

                (Marlowe, 2009 pp.50) 

 

Faustus’ costume will therefore become visibly more skewed throughout the course of 

the play as hope of his redemption evaporates (figure 27). I have also designed a screen-

printed textile motif for his leather coat, which is a repeat of the skewed façade of 
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Tatlin’s tower, making the connection between this utopian structure and Faust’s 

predicament even more explicit (figure 28). 

 

 

              Figure 28. 

 

 

 

The designs for the allegorical Seven Deadly Sins also share the asymmetry apparent in 

Faustus’ costume. I looked specifically at Rodchenko’s Constructivist work-wear as 

well as contemporary beauty pageants, envisaging that each one would parade onto the 

rotating stage and, directly addressing the audience, boast of their individual sin as a 

desirable attribute personal to them, making them grotesquely engaging rather than just 

alienating to modern-day audiences. Each figure therefore has a diagonal sash as worn 

in beauty pageant competitions built into their garments, which runs from a conical 

headpiece that rises up triumphantly through the vertical space (figure 29).  

Figure 27.!
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Figure!29.!
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It’s all in the mind –  
About the textiles and the lighting. 

!
 
Very quickly after forming initial ideas for the adaptation it became clear that the 

production should not only be immersive in nature, as well as site specific, but that the 

design should consolidate my thinking of the performance space as a metaphorical 

extension of Faustus’ mind and inner turmoil. This concept was expanded upon and 

triggered by three differing research strands. Firstly Burton Russell’s comment when 

discussing the shift in sixteenth century perceptions of evil and specifically the location 

of mankind’s struggle against iniquity as able to be internalised: 

 

 ‘The theatre in which good struggles against evil is no longer the halls of heaven 

or the pit of hell: it is the human heart.’ (1986, pp.76) 

 

This idea seemed to me very modern, and something which present day audiences could 

relate to on a personal level. This led me to consider dramatic productions I have seen 

where the idea appears manifest, and I therefore refer secondly to Kasper Holten’s 2013 

Royal Opera House production of Mozart’s Don Giovanni. Giovanni is another Faustian 

protagonist. A master seducer consumed with lust for women, he is given the chance to 

repent of a lifetime of sinning and refuses to change, achieving the same fate as 

Marlowe’s Faust.  

 

          Figure 30. 

 

Video artist Luke Halls and set designer Es Devlin collaborated on this adaptation, 

creating a revolving nineteenth-century mansion with moving walls lit by a complex 
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projection system (figure 30). The opera opens with the names of Giovanni’s conquests 

sprawling like ivy across the mansion’s façade, and it quickly becomes clear that the 

projections ‘evoke Giovanni’s state of mind at key points…playing with themes of 

reality and imagination’ (Butler 2014). The virtual setting is therefore an extension of 

Giovanni’s inner machinations, betraying his guilt and despair to the audience. 

 

Creating a specifically or seemingly-virtualised environment on stage immediately 

appealed to me. It is an idea that Carol Ann Duffy touches upon in her poem Mrs Faust. 

In a contemporary retelling of the legend from a feminist perspective, Helen of Troy is 

described as ‘virtual’ (1999, pp.26) and Duffy refers frequently to modern-day 

technologies. Drawing from this as a way of establishing the production as a modern-

day morality play I therefore focused on ways in which I could interpret the quote in the 

Prologue in which the Chorus foreshadows Faust’s demise, making comparisons with 

the legend of Icarus (Billington 2002): 

 

CHORUS 

‘His waxen wings did mount above his reach, 

And melting heavens conspired his overthrow.’ 

      (Marlowe, 2009, pp.3)  

 

 

                Figure 32.                 Figure 33. 

 
Figure 31.!
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I realised that there was potential to update ‘melting’ for digital-age audiences, thinking 

of it more as disintegrating and creating virtualised textile designs which gave the 

characters the appearance of being pixelated inhabitants of Faustus’ subconscious. 

I frequently referred to glitch art and Las Vegas light displays when creating my own 

character-specific digital prints (figure 32) and screen print patterns (figure 33). This 

relates to the artist Calum Colvin’s work in creating his own computer-manipulated 

versions of Bosch’s Tabletop of Seven Deadly Sins for modern audiences as discussed 

above. I have also tried to use innovative embellishment, for example Lucifer’s textiles 

(figure 31) have built-up reflector tape detailing that would look striking when lit. The 

fabric is also a jacquard with patterning similar to examples found in clothing of the 

Elizabethan period, creating yet more links. 

 

I also drew from motifs and dynamic compositions within Constructivist posters by 

Tatlin’s contemporaries as a basis for my textiles (figures 34, 35). The Knight (figure 

36) is an example of this where I have taken the wedge motif, directly relatable to the 

Constructivist movement, and created a shard-like print (figure 37). This connects to his 

function within the play as the figure who finally shatters Faustus’s hopes and 

highlights the great emptiness of his achievements. 

 
 

Figure 34.             Figure 35. 
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The Constructivist posters often contain only two opposing colours, making them 

striking in their simplicity. This corresponded too with my desire to highlight visually 

the binary opposites within the play. Faustus for example can be at once extremely 

intelligent and extremely stupid, whilst comic scenes often swiftly follow tragic scenes 

and paradoxical language is used to great effect (‘sweet Mephistopheles’). Many of my 

designs therefore feature contrasting colour choices. 

 

       Figure 36.     Figure 37. 

 

Similarly the predominantly black and white nature of my set design alludes to tensions 

in the play between right-wrong and good-evil as dictated by the Church in Marlowe’s 

time, as well as our perception of heaven as a source of light and hell of darkness, which 

has changed very little since Elizabethan times as Wheatley states: 

  

 ‘Existence as we know it is dominated by two powers – Light and Darkness. 

From time immemorial, Light has been associated with good, and Darkness with evil. 

Nothing can change the laws which, at the time of the Creation, it was decreed should 

dominate the lives of human beings. So we all remain and must continue to remain. 

Subject to the Power of Light and Darkness.’ (1971, pp.10) 
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This directly fed into my ideas for the lighting of the space, and I analysed epic 

depictions of Hell such as the nineteenth-century painting Sadak in Search of the Waters 

of Oblivion by John Martin (figure 38) to establish ways in which characters could be lit 

from above to create dramatic tension. 

 

Drawing directly once more from Es Devlin’s set design I also considered projection as 

a tool to add to the idea of the space being an extension of Faust’s mind. To announce 

each of the Seven Deadly Sins in a style similar to pageant competitions therefore, their 

particular sin would be projected in text onto the space when they rise up from the 

abstracted roulette table. Similarly the Good Angel and Evil Angel, would be 

represented through projection of their lines onto areas of the space, accompanied by 

voiceover indicating that these are the voices of Faustus’ subconscious. 

 

     

   

Finally the work of neon-light artist Dan Flavin provided the basis for my use of strip-

lighting within the set. Much of his work from the early sixties is presented as an 

‘homage’ (Gray 2004 pp.44) to the utopian aspirations of Vladimir Tatlin, 

Figure 38.! Figure 39.!
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memorialising him in temporary monuments such as ‘Monument to the Third 

International 1’, (figure 39) which explicitly alludes Tatlin’s tower in its arrangement of 

fluorescent tubes. I used his work as a reference-point firstly because of this link, and 

secondly because the neon bulbs fit well with the kitsch abstracted Las Vegas setting. 

Due to the obviously short lifespan of the bulbs themselves they can also be seen as a 

metaphor for Faust’s mortality. 

A final satisfying connection can also be made with the Rose Theatre. Archaeologists 

first discovered the remains of the site in 1989 and today it still lies beneath an office 

block in Bankside. Upon visiting the site while undertaking initial research I was struck 

by the set designer William Dudley’s stark lighting of the underground space, outlining 

the boundaries of the original thrust stage and edge of the tiered seating (figure 41). In 

the same way that I am trying to combine the twin strands of Elizabethan and 

contemporary reference points, Dudley has vividly reimagined this Elizabethan site for 

viewing audiences whilst unapologetically using modern-day technologies. 

 

 

         Figure 40. 

 

 

!
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Conclusion 
 

In this illustrated report I have tried to document and provide insight into the research, 

creative thinking and design decisions behind my contemporary interpretation of 

Christopher Marlowe’s Dr Faustus. Primarily I have foregrounded my opinion that the 

play still holds a huge amount of relevance for contemporary audiences, presenting the 

production as a site specific and immersive modern-day morality play, with the 

protagonist as the mankind figure representative of the flaws in all of us.  

In my desire to update the staging I have established three overarching research strands; 

firstly finding contemporary reference points such as other practitioners who within 

their respective fields have tackled the diabolical themes within the text; secondly 

pinpointing the utopian aspirations and aesthetics of the Constructivist movement as 

key to my concept; and thirdly and perhaps most importantly constantly referring back 

to Elizabethan cultural reference points, belief systems and theatrical conventions as a 

way of commenting on their continued relevance when analysing our own beliefs and 

moral viewpoints in today’s society. 

I hope that these almost paradoxical themes have found a synthesis in my eventual 

concept, and that I have achieved what I initially set out to do, in creating a production 

which holds up a mirror to the age in which we now live, offering audiences the 

opportunity for moral and philosophical self-reflection in relation to Faust’s folly.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



! 36!

List of References 
 

 
Camporesi, P. (1987) The Fear of Hell – Images of Damnation and Salvation in Early 

Modern Europe. (Polity Press, Cambridge) pp.3 
 

Orgel, S. (1975) The Illusion of Power, Political Theatre in the English Renaissance. 
(University of California Press, London) pp.19 

 
Claeys, G. (2011) Searching for Utopia, The History of an Idea (Thames and Hudson) 

pp.37 
 

Burton Russel, J. (1986) Mephistopheles, The Devil in the Modern World. (Cornell 
University Press) pp.21 

 
Pike, D.L. (1997) Passages through Hell: Modernist descents, medieval underworlds. 

(Cornell University Press, London.) pp.36 
 

Wheatley, D. (1971) The Devil and all his Works. (Hutchinson & Co Ltd. London) 
pp.210 

 
Gray, C. (2004) Dan Flavin, A Retrospective. (Yale University Press, London) pp.44 

 
Marlowe, C. (2009) Doctor Faustus. (Oxford University Press, Oxford) pp.50 

 
Milner, J. (1983) Vladimir Tatlin and the Russian Avant Garde. (Yale University Press, 

London) pp. 154 
 

Lynton, N. (2009) Tatlin’s Tower. (Yale University Press, London) pp.83 
 

Glaudemans, R. (Oudheusden, J. & Vos, A. ed.) (2001) The World of Bosch. 
(Hertogenbosch : Adr. Heinen, Holland.) pp.15 

 
Normand, T. (1993) Calum Colvin – The Seven Deadly Sins and the Four Last Things. 

(Portfolio Gallery, Edinburgh) pp.6  
 

Marlowe, C. (2009) Doctor Faustus. (Oxford University Press, Oxford) pp. 18 
 

Anderton, F & Chase, J. (1997) Las Vegas – The Success of Excess. (Ellipsis London 
ltd) pp.6 

 
Morrison, J. (2010) The Astrolabe: An instrument with a past and a future. Available 

from: 
http://www.astrolabes.org/   

[accessed 17/02/15] 
 

Butler, C. (2010) On Line: Drawing in the Twentieth Century (Museum of Modern Art, 
New York) pp.25 

 
Wheatley, D (1971) The Devil and all his Works. (Hutchinson and Co Ltd. London) 

pp.10 



! 37!

 
Webster, J. (1964) The Duchess of Malfi (Methuen and Co ltd, London) pp.11 

 
Baillie, E. (2014) Facing the Fiend. Satan as a Literary Character. (The Lutterworth 

Press, Cambridge.) pp.74 
 

Burton Russel, J. (1986) Mephistopheles, The Devil in the Modern World. (Cornell 
University Press) p.66 

 
Stanford, S. (1996) The Devil A Biography. (Cox and Wyman Ltd. Berkshire, England.) 

pp. 183 

Robertson, J. (2006) The Testament of Gideon Mack. (Penguin Books Ltd.) pp.285 
 

Baillie, E. (2014) Facing the Fiend. Satan as a Literary Character. (The Lutterworth 
Press, Cambridge.) pp.56 

 
Genesis 3: 14. Holy Bible. Authorised King James Version. 

 
Lloyd, P. (2012) The Iron Lady, Margaret Thatcher’s Costumes. (Interview with 

Phyllida Lloyd. Interviewed by Ella Alexander for Vogue. 30th April.) Available from: 
http://www.vogue.co.uk/news/2012/01/05/the-iron-lady---margaret-thatcher-costumes 

[accessed 19/02/14] 
 

Martinez, T. (2006) Hatfield House, Childhood home of Queen Elizabeth I. Available 
from: 

http://www.timetravel-britain.com/articles/houses/hatfield.shtml 
[accessed 19/02/14] 

 
Gray, C. (2004) Dan Flavin, A Retrospective. (Yale University Press, London) pp.44 

 
Burton Russel, J. (1986) Mephistopheles, The Devil in the Modern World. (Cornell 

University Press) p.76 

Butler, L (2014) Making Don Giovanni. (Royal Opera House online.) Available from: 
http://www.roh.org.uk/news/making-don-giovanni-exhibition-reveals-how-an-opera-

production-is-created-from-early-designs-to-arriving-on-stage 
[accessed 20/02/14] 

 
Duffy, C. A. (1999) The World’s Wife. Macmillan Publishers Ltd. London. Pp.26 

 
Billington, M. (2002) Carry on Doctor. Available from: 

http://www.theguardian.com/stage/2002/mar/13/theatre.artsfeatures 
[accessed 2/12/14] 

 
Marlowe, C. (2009) Doctor Faustus. (Oxford University Press, Oxford) pp. 3 

 
Wheatley, D. (1971) The Devil and all his Works. (Hutchinson & Co Ltd. London) 

pp.10 
 
 
 
 



! 38!

Bibliography 
 

Anderton, F. & Chase. J. (1997) Las Vegas – The Success of Excess. Ellipsis London 
ltd.   
 
Barkhatova, E. ed. (1992) Russian Constructivist Posters. Krasyni Proletarii Printing 
House, Moscow. 
 
Baillie, E. M. (2014) Facing the Fiend, Satan as a Literary Character. The Lutterworth 
Press, Cambridge. 
 
Begout, B. (2003) Zeropolis – The Experience of Las Vegas. Reaktion Books Ltd, 
London.  
 
Bell, T. & Govan, M. ed. (2004) Dan Flavin A Retrospective. Yale University Press, 
London.  
 
Billington, M. (2002) ‘Carry on Doctor’ The Guardian 13 March. Available from: 
 http://www.theguardian.com/stage/2002/mar/13/theatre.artsfeatures 
[accessed 2/12/14] 
 
Boucher, P. (2011) 'The Devil has the best lines' The Independent (Viewspaper) 24 
March, p.10 
 
Burton Russell, J. (1986) Mephistopheles, The Devil in the Modern World.   
 
Butler, C. (2010) On line: Drawing through the twentieth century. Museum of Modern 
Art, New York. 

Butler, L (2014) Making Don Giovanni. (Royal Opera House online.) Available from: 
http://www.roh.org.uk/news/making-don-giovanni-exhibition-reveals-how-an-opera-
production-is-created-from-early-designs-to-arriving-on-stage 
[accessed 20/02/14] 
 
Camporesi, P. (1987) The Fear of Hell – Images of Damnation and Salvation in Early 
modern Europe. Polity Press, Cambridge.  
 
Claeys, G. (2011) Searching for Utopia, The History of an Idea.  Thames and Hudson. 
 
Duffy, C. A. (1999) The World’s Wife. Macmillan Publishers Ltd. London.  
 
Don Giovanni by Mozart (2013) Directed by Kasper Holten [Royal Opera House, 
London. 23/12/13] 
 
Farnham, W. (1969) Twentieth Century Interpretations of Dr Faustus. Prentice Hall Inc. 
London. 
 
Glusker, A. (2006) The best seats for this play are moving fast. Punchdrunk’s Faust. 
Available from:  
 http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/17/theater/17glus.html?_r=1& 
[accessed 15/08/14] 
 



! 39!

Gray, C. (2004) Dan Flavin, A Retrospective. Yale University Press, London. 
 
Hackford, T. (1997) The Devil’s Advocate. 
 
Hughes, R. (1968) Heaven and Hell in Western Art. Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London. 
 
Holy Bible. Authorised King James Version. Oxford University Press. 
 
Lloyd, P. (2011) The Iron Lady 

 
Lloyd, P. (2012) The Iron Lady, Margaret Thatcher’s Costumes. Interview with 
Phyllida Lloyd. Interviewed by Ella Alexander for Vogue. 30th April. Available from: 
http://www.vogue.co.uk/news/2012/01/05/the-iron-lady---margaret-thatcher-costumes 
[accessed 19/02/14] 
 
Lynton, N. (2009) Tatlin’s Tower. Yale University Press, London.  
 
Martinez, T. (2006) Hatfield House, Childhood home of Queen Elizabeth I. Available 
from:  
http://www.timetravel-britain.com/articles/houses/hatfield.shtml 
[accessed 19/02/14] 
 
Milner, J. (1983) Vladimir Tatlin and the Russian Avant Garde. Yale University Press, 
London.  
 
Normand, T. (1993) Calum Colvin - The Seven deadly sins and the four last things. 
Portfolio Gallery, Edinburgh. 
 
Orgel, S. (1975) The Illusion of Power, Political Theatre in the English Renaissance. 
University of California Press Ltd, London.  
 
Oldridge, D. (2000) The Devil in Early Modern England. Sutton Publishing, 
Gloucestershire.  
 
Oudheusden, J. & Vos, A. ed. (2001) The World of Bosch. Hertogenbosch : Adr. 
Heinen, Holland.  
 
Pike, D. L. (1997) Passages through Hell: Modernist descents, medieval underworlds. 
Cornell University Press, London. 
 
Pike, D.L. (2007) Metropolis on the Styx – The underworlds of modern urban culture, 
1800 – 2001.Cornell University Press, London 
 
Reith, G. (1999) The Age of Chance – Gambling in Western Culture. Routledge 
Publishing, London.  
 
Robertson, J. (2006) The Testament of Gideon Mack. Penguin Books Ltd. London. 
 
Richmond, W. (2013) Don Juan and the Modern Mind. Royal Opera House 2013/14 
Season. Don Giovanni Performance.   
 
Scorsese, M. (1995) Casino. 



! 40!

 
Schimmel, S. (1997) The Seven Deadly Sins. Oxford University Press, England.  
 
Stanford, S. (1996) The Devil A Biography. Cox and Wyman Ltd. Berkshire, England.  
 
Tydeman, W. (1984) Text and Performance, - Doctor Faustus. Macmillan Publishers 
Ltd.  
 
Turner, A. K. (1993) The History of Hell. Harcourt Brace publishing, Florida.  
 
Webster, J. (1964) The Duchess of Malfi (Methuen and Co ltd, London) 
 
Wheatley, D. (1971) The Devil and all his Works. Hutchinson & Co Ltd. London.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

 
!

 


